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Abstract 
In our study we collected school leaders’ and teacher’s perceptions about the possible effects of applying a model of Innovation 
Schools. Data was collected by focus group interviews in three schools. Based on the findings of the study eleven different topics 
were pointed out that described the influence of applying the model of Innovation Schools on the level of a school, nine topics 
that described the influence on the level of a teacher, seven topics that described the influence on the level of students and five 
topics that described influence on the level of student teachers and their studies. These topics support educational practitioners 
and teacher education institutions in building successful partnerships for sustainable teacher education. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Innovation Schools are educational institutions that, in cooperation with a university, ensure the competences of 
supervising pedagogical traineeships and broadly aim at improving educational studies, research and development. 
Four dimensions for collaboration have been specified in this model (Pedaste, Pedaste, Lukk, Villems & Allas, 
2014): traineeship, professional development, team teaching, research and development. The first dimension means 
that Innovation Schools are needed to strengthen student teacher traineeship in their initial teacher education. 
Specifically to this model, groups of 2–3 student teachers have an ‘academic parent’ as a mentor teacher (Yendol-
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Hoppey & Dana, 2007). Second, this model provides both schools and universities possibilities for professional 
development of their teachers, education researchers or university lecturers in order to bridge the gap between theory 
and practice (Kansanen, Tirri, Meri, Krokfors, Husu & Jyrhämä, 2000; Korthagen, 2001). Third, Innovation Schools 
are expected to adopt team teaching approaches (David, 1995; Gurgur & Uzuner, 2011) in guiding student teachers’ 
professional development. Fourth, these schools are for universities as a field of studies of innovative materials and 
methods and provide opportunities for schools to conduct action-research (Megowan-Romanowicz, 2010) at a new 
level of quality in cooperation with universities or other schools. At the University of Tartu, a model of Innovation 
Schools was developed by defining several properties in collaboration of schools and the Estonian Ministry of 
Education and Research. According to these properties, it is expected that an Innovation School is a flexible 
educational institution, where it is possible to adapt learning situations according to the testing needs; it has a good 
culture of collaboration and a modern learning environment (Pedaste et al., 2014). These expectations set high 
demands for teachers and the school community in general while sometimes convenient and safe ‘traditional’ 
environments are certainly in danger. On the other hand, progress and innovation cannot be reached without trial and 
error. Educational innovation, however, is one of the main expected results at the European level (OECD, 2013; 
Onderwijsraad, 2013; Schleicher, 2011). In this context, we found that it is important to understand what schools’ 
opinions about Innovation Schools are. The results of this study, however, could be applied widely by all institutions 
that build successful partnerships for sustainable teacher education. One research question was formulated for this 
study: What influence could the model of Innovation Schools have on schools, teachers, students and student 
teachers according to school leaders’ and teachers’ perceptions? 
2. Methods 
Semi-structured focus group interviews were conducted to answer the research question of the study and a 
purposeful sample was selected. In order to increase the variety of the answers to the research question, data was 
collected in three different schools—in a pilot school that tested the model of Innovation Schools, in a school that 
applied to begin as an Innovation School and in a school that was not applying to be appointed as an Innovation 
School but was still aware of the dimensions and properties of the model. In addition, the variety was increased by 
conducting separate interviews in each school with school leaders and teachers. As a result, we covered a wide 
variance of perceptions about the possible effects of applying the model of Innovation Schools. All selected schools 
had long experiences in partnership with the University of Tartu. However, in order to increase the variety of 
perceptions, teachers with different levels of experiences in supervising student teachers were involved. In addition, 
they were invited from different subject areas, from different school levels (from primary to secondary education). 
All together 25 respondents participated in the interviews—19 teachers (groups of 6 or 7) and 6 school leaders 
(director and the person responsible for the school’s development or study affairs). The research team that 
conducted the focus group interviews and analysed the data consisted of persons who had competency and wide-
ranging experiences in teaching at the primary, secondary and university level, in supervising student teachers’ 
traineeship, in school leadership and in educational research, including qualitative research using focus group 
interviews. Focus group interview as a method was selected for the study in order to encourage respondents for 
active discussion. It was not needed to get personal opinions but to reach a variety of perceptions. Semi-structured 
interview plans were made according to the research questions. Five stages were specified: (1) introductory stage for 
describing the aims of the study, for establishing trustful environment and getting to know each other (including 
information about interviewees’ background that is important for interpreting the results); (2) information from 
interviewer to the group—describing the model of Innovation Schools (the framework was also sent to the teachers 
one week before interviewing); (3) description of data handling and asking interviewees permission to use data in 
research; (4) questions from the interviewer (where also opportunity was given to the interviewees to ask questions); 
and (5) conclusion, where interviewees had the possibility to bring up additional aspects and agreements were made 
for future data handling (it was promised that all transcripts of the interviews would be sent to the interviewees to 
check their correctness). Three questions were asked from teachers and four questions were asked from school 
leaders. First, the interviewees were asked to answer these questions based on their own ideas but later the 
interviewer brought in aspects that were expected to be important in the discussion of the research group or in 
previous interviews (in case the interview was not the first one). The questions asked of teachers were the following: 
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1. What influence could the approach of Innovation Schools have on teachers (positively and negatively)? 
2. What advantages or disadvantages can be found from the viewpoint of students when a school is an 
Innovation School? 
3. What would motivate you to work in an Innovation School, what it is that makes you think about applying to 
work in this school, or what makes you think about new challenges in schools other than an Innovation 
School? 
The first two questions were also asked of the school leaders. In addition there were the following questions: 
1. What would motivate you or your school to apply, or not, to get a role as an Innovation School? 
2. Do you think that managing an Innovation School needs some reorganization in particular aspects of learning 
content, structure of the school, formalities, or finances? 
All interviews were recorded, transcribed and then analyzed according to the principles of inductive thematic 
content analysis (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). Analysis was a two-stage process. First, all transcripts were read twice in 
order to mark all phrases that described perceptions about the influence of applying the approach of Innovations 
Schools. Second, these phrases were extracted and categorized at two levels—thematically and based on the 
attitude—into positive or challenging aspects. 
3. Results and discussion 
In this study, the authors distinguished several aspects that should be considered on the level of schools, 
teachers, students or student teachers in building partnerships between teacher education institutions and schools 
(see Table 1). In the following presentation of results and related discussion, we focus on the ideas of the 
interviewees and due to the space limits of the publication, examples are not given. It also seems reasonable 
considering that the interviews were conducted in Estonian and in direct translation; the meaning of the phrase could 
have been deformed. Conducted interviews (especially those with school leaders) demonstrated that being an 
Innovation School is a good opportunity for increasing a school’s quality; however, prerequisites of this are 
innovativeness, deliberate in-service training and the commitment of the whole school family. These changes in a 
school definitely increase teachers’ workload and are possible only if some of the teachers have the possibility to 
decrease their workload of lessons per week in order to commit to several other diverse tasks. For example, the 
whole school and country’s educational sector would benefit if the schools conducted research aimed at improving 
educational practices. If the school has a high workload with regard to supervising continuous pedagogical practice 
(a new format of student teachers’ traineeship where they visit a school at least biweekly) then there are also some 
presumed changes in the schedules of students’ lessons and a reorganization of studies in wider meaning (e.g., more 
possibilities to conduct open lessons, to adapt learning/teaching methods to demonstrate higher variety). Those kinds 
of ‘additional tasks’ offer an opportunity to the schools to show them the positive side to other schools and get 
specific acknowledgements. However, in this case, all tasks of the staff need some revision and sometimes new 
persons are needed. A great challenge for the school leaders is to keep a positive internal social-psychological 
climate as the difference in tasks could be a source of unjustness in the opinions of the teachers. And finally, there 
needs to be an analysis of what types of rooms and specific equipment (for testing or implementing new materials 
and methods) are needed in a school to execute the new roles of an Innovation School. Semi-structured focus group 
interviews were conducted to answer the research question of the study and a purposeful sample was selected. In 
order to increase the variety of the answers to the research question, data was collected in three different schools—in 
a pilot school that tested the model of Innovation Schools, in a school that applied to begin as an Innovation School 
and in a school that was not applying to be appointed as an Innovation School but was still aware of the dimensions 
and properties of the model. In addition, the variety was increased by conducting separate interviews in each school 
with school leaders and teachers. As a result, we covered a wide variance of perceptions about the possible effects of 
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Group that will be targeted by the aspect 
School Teachers Students Student teachers 
Positive 
aspects 
1. Improvement of school’s quality 
2. Enough workload for the school 
3. Research supports school’s 
improvement 
4. More variety in the work of teachers’ 
cohort 
5. More opportunities for 
acknowledgement 
1. Higher motivation 
2. Better integration of 
theory and practice 
3. New ideas and 
materials 
4. Quality of teachers’ 
work and professional 
development 
5. More possibilities 
for feedback and 
reflection 
1. Students benefit 
and there are now 
dangers 
2. Richer and more 
attractive learning 
process 
3. Lessons are better 
prepared 
4. Students support 
the student teacher 
more 





3. More integrated 
studies 









1. Possibility to decrease workload of 
lessons (doubt if it is possible or total 
workload still increases) 
2. Innovativeness (are we ready for 
this?) 
3. Danger to internal social-
psychological climate in school (if 
teachers will have different roles) 
4. Reorganisation of studies (it could be 
out of line with traditions) 
5. Teaching staff (new roles and 
additional workload requires new 
persons and some persons may not be 
needed anymore) 
6. Rooms and equipment (do we have 
them for student teachers if there are 
many of them) 
1. Additional efforts 
and workload (how 




3. Need to work in 
‘two directions’ 
(teachers have to share 
their focus between 
students and student 
teachers and it could 
be negative to 
students) 
4. Fear against filming 
(in filming teachers as 
professionals) 
1. Tiredness of 
student teachers (too 
many changes is 
unsafe) 
2. Danger to study 
quality 
3. Filming has an 
influence on 
students’ behaviour 
1. Fear against 
filming (student 
teachers as learners) 
 
New diverse tasks also set different expectations of the teachers who have to make additional efforts in order to 
be informed about new trends in education. Their professional development should be divided into at least two 
directions—to everything that is needed to be a good teacher and to improve oneself in order to achieve a high 
quality as a teacher educator. However, an increased effort is sometimes expected even in teachers’ ‘traditional’ 
roles while according to the model of Innovation Schools their school is more open to filming, research, university 
staff, other schools and student teachers. Special attention and additional work is needed to integrate their everyday 
practice with theory while the student teachers should see how theoretical aspects could be implemented in everyday 
work. However, it is expected that awareness about new trends in educational research has had a positive influence 
on the quality of teachers’ work and professional development. Thus, their responsibility is much higher. Still, it is 
considered very important that in an Innovation School new ideas arrive at a school often through student teachers 
and partners in the university and teachers are not ‘alone’ in finding new methods and materials for testing. The 
change in teachers’ tasks is also an important reason for thinking about new principles regarding the components of 
salaries. To the students, the new role of the school seems to be primarily positive. It is expected that this role of the 
school increases the attractiveness of the learning process and enriches it with new methods and materials. However, 
there are some doubts that in some cases there could be a danger with regard to learning quality if there are too 
many student teachers in one particular class. Therefore, school leaders should plan how to distribute the workload 
of their whole school between different classes and discuss this plan with students and their parents while they all 
have to understand their new roles and accept them. Special attention is needed for planning the filming of a 
classroom environment, including student teachers’ and teachers’ activities, while according to the interviews it 
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could have a special effect (mainly in the first or second instance of filming) on students’ behaviour and students, 
student teachers or even teachers may feel some fear before it will be a routine action. Student teachers will benefit 
greatly from the Innovation Schools according to teachers’ and school leaders’ perceptions. They believe that it 
increases the quality of initial teacher education, offers more opportunities for testing what has been taught in the 
university and helps integrate theory and practice that results in more integrated studies. The only caution should be 
directed at filming and providing too many new innovative ideas. To avoid this, student teachers’ traineeship should 
be carefully planned in a team composed of school and university staff. 
4. Conclusions and recommendations 
In conclusion, we can say that according to the interviews with teachers and school leaders, the implementation 
of the model of Innovation Schools seems to have primarily positive effects on schools as a whole but to teachers, 
students and student teachers as well. The main advantage seems to be improvement—implementation of the model 
helps to improve the school, its teachers and students and its student teachers. In addition to the dominant positive 
perceptions, some fears are also expressed. The main fear is related to filming of teachers and is less about student 
teachers. However, it could just be a guess while the interviewees had only minimal sporadic experiences in filming 
themselves in teaching process. Nevertheless, they accepted that it is a very effective learning method in teachers’ 
professional development and, therefore, the key issue relates to how to minimize tensions related to filming and 
following the analysis of video data. The teachers with wider experiences in filming themselves clarified that the 
more natural the process is the more the teachers or student teachers will benefit from the process. Several other 
fears are related to the unexpected workload, stress and responsibility. Teachers doubt they can effectively divide 
themselves between the work of a teacher and a teacher educator. They understand that it requires a lot of effort in 
planning their time and especially in acquiring new trends of educational research in order to bridge the gap between 
theory and practice. The third fear indicated in this study is the tiredness of students if there are too many student 
teachers and if these student teachers are not always highly motivated or do not teach at the level of their ‘own’ 
teacher. Based on the analysis of possible obstacles introduced in the interviews and the discussions with the 
interviewees we suggest considering seven recommendations. We recommend that every school builds an effective 
partnership with universities in order to: 
1) create schools’ calendar of in-service trainings needed and teacher’s personal professional development 
plans on the basis of their self-evaluation of competencies related to their roles; 
2) create schools’ plan of the tasks they have in their role for several years so that changes in teachers’ roles can 
be expressed and a cooperation plan for a shorter period to specify all tasks of the school, including the ones 
that should be conducted in partnership with other schools or universities; 
3) create new principles for acknowledging schools and their staff in their new roles in order to explicitly show 
a value for all different roles; 
4) conduct regular professional development discussions with teachers in order to support their planning of 
professional development but also to discover heavy workloads, stresses or tension between teachers in time 
to successfully address the issues at hand; 
5) create principles for evaluating workload according to the new tasks of the staff and related principles for 
discussing salaries; 
6) create a plan for applying filming step-by-step in the professional development of teachers and student 
teachers (it could start from personal use for videos and move gradually toward producing learning videos 
for others; it includes specific activities for shaping attitudes of teachers, students, parents and student 
teachers); 
7) create a work plan for every class to distribute the workload derived from the student teachers’ traineeship, 
research and other tasks evenly between different classes (it should be also discussed with students and 
parents). 
 
These recommendations have been made in the context of implementing the model of Innovation Schools 
developed by the University of Tartu in an Estonian context; however, on a general level these can be also 
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considered for applying in building effective partnerships between schools and teachers education institutions in 
other contexts for planning initial teacher education. That is why we believe that our study has value for teacher 
education institutions worldwide. 
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